This commentary evaluates the new social policy paradigm, which shifts the emphasis from income redistribution to investment in human capital. Canadian governments have embraced the first side of this approach, restructuring income-security programs in ways that reduce the level of economic security assured to working-age Canadians. But their approach to investing in human capital is weakened by uncertain public commitments, problems of timing and sequence, and a failure to come to grips with the policy implications of the socio-economic gradient in educational attainment.
The commentary concludes that education and training are carrying too much weight in new social discourse, and that a successful strategy of investing in human capital cannot be divorced from issues of poverty and inequality. The key challenge is one that is largely being ignored: to design a redistributive complement to a human-capital strategy, one that makes meaningful the promise of education as an instrument of economic security, and compensates for its significant limitations. new paradigm has come to dominate social and the appropriate responses to them. At its heart, policy in Canada.1 As in many western nathis new paradigm represents a different conception tions, the understandings that underpinned the of the sources of security in an insecure world. The postwar welfare state have given way to new ideas fundamental purpose of the postwar social contract about the social problems facing us in a global era was economic security. The touchstone for the 422 Keith G. Banting builders of the welfare state was the Depression of the 1930s, with its mass dislocation and widespread economic distress, and their aim was to protect citizens from what they saw as the universal risks inherent in a market economy. A rapidly growing education system would expand equality of opportunity, and comprehensive health insurance would spread the benefits of health care to the population as a whole. A full range of income transfer programsunemployment insurance, workers' compensation, disability benefits, old age pensions, survivors'benefits, children's allowances, and social assistancewould protect citizens from the economic risks associated with life in a market economy.
Fast forward to today. In contemporary policy circles, security no longer means protection from market disruptions. Such security as is available in the contemporary world is seen as flowing from the capacity to adapt to a changing global economy. At the level of ideas, the transition is from security as protection from change, to security as the capacity to change; and at the level of policy design, the emphasis has shifted from income transfers to investment in the knowledge and skills required to prosper in a knowledge-based, global economy.
According to this perspective, education and training are now the real source of security. Knowledge workers are likely to enjoy rising incomes, challenging work, mobility on an international level and a secure future; low-skill workers are likely to face declining real incomes, precarious employment, and an uncertain future. As a result, a country's learning systems are seen as critical to both economic competitiveness and social equity. Policy attention, according to this approach, should focus in particular on children, to ensure that they have a rich learning environment, especially in the early childhood years. Young people should be educated to higher levels than in the past, and learning should become a life-long process. Citizens should continually upgrade their skills, and training programs should re-equip older workers displaced by the forces of "creative destruction" inherent in economic growth. Wherever possible, contemporary understandings suggest, the primary goal of policy reform should be to invest in human capital rather than redistribute income.
The pervasiveness of these core ideas in the policy-making circles in countries across the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is striking. The perspective informs thinking on both the political left and right. In attempting to chart a third way for British and European social democrats, for example, Anthony Giddens argues that social expenditures should be switched as far as possible from income redistribution to investment in human capital, replacing the traditional welfare state with a "social investment state" (Giddens 1998 (Giddens , 2000 (Giddens , 2001 . In Canada, Tom Courchene argues "we are presented with a historically unprecedented societal window, since a commitment to a human-capital future is emerging as the principal avenue by which to succeed on both the economic competitiveness and social cohesion fronts" ( In the contemporary context, Canada might already seem to be an exemplar of the new social model. We have one of the most highly educated populations across advanced economies, especially when we focus on younger generations. Does this mean that education and training instruments represent a functional equivalent to income transfers in providing access to economic security for the population as a whole?
Here the difficulties begin to emerge. Although Canada may rank among educational leaders in the OECD, close to half of all young Canadians still do not complete postsecondary education, leaving them facing the future without the keys to the new economy and with diminished protection from transfer programs. If a human-capital strategy is to be meaningful, it must go a lot further. But three constraints limit progress: the public-private balance; issues of timing and sequence; and the social determinants of educational attainment. Each of these deserves separate attention.
The Public-Private Balance
Despite the rhetoric of a knowledge-based society, Canada's collective commitment to investing in human capital is uncertain at best. Recent policy seems to emphasize private rather than public responsibility, a pattern that emerges as early as the pre-school years. Contemporary research emphasizes the importance of childhood learning as a key to the long-term success of a human-capital strategy. Yet in the euphemistic words of an OECD review team, Canadian public policy on early childhood education is still "in its initial stages" (OECD 2004, 6 likely to take time. In the meantime, the problems of low-skilled workers remain. In effect, the transition to a human-capital strategy requires that most elusive of commitments, patient capital, on the part of normally impatient governments. Cutting income transfers before investments in human capital come to fruition is a recipe for lower levels of economic security among low-skilled workers in this generation and perhaps several to come. Yet that is precisely the pattern Canada has followed.3
The Social Determinants of Educational Attainment We would all like to believe that Canada is a land of equal opportunity. But we cannot ignore the inescapable fact that the educational attainments and life chances of children are shaped by the social and family context into which they are born. While overall participation rates continue to climb among young people from all social backgrounds, a stubborn gap persists in the relative educational success of children from advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds.
To be sure, the Canadian record is considerably better than in many western countries. Nevertheless, the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth indicates that by the time children enter kindergarten, a significant socio-economic gradient has emerged in readiness for school, as measured by vocabulary development and other capacities. Although the educational system reduces the gradients as children move from level to level, differences in participation levels persist right through to the university sector. Children from families in the bottom income quartile are half as likely to attend university as children from families in the top quartile.
While there is widespread agreement that the socio-economic status of families is important, the mechanism is the subject of heated debate ( Moreover, advocates of the new approach fail to come to grips with the policy implications of the socio-economic gradient in educational attainment. Education and training systems on their own cannot compensate fully for poverty and the differences in cultural capital that parents bring to their children's upbringing. On their own, education and training do not represent a pathway to economic security that is equally accessible to all Canadians. On their own, they do not represent the basis of a fair society.
Learning remains central to the new economy. But learning is being asked to carry too much weight in the new social discourse. A social policy premised on human capital is likely to fail, even in its own terms, if growing economic inequality is followed by growing educational inequality. We are led inevitably back to a debate about income redistribution. A successful strategy of investing in human capital cannot be divorced from action on child poverty and inequality. At a minimum, we need to rebuild income security for current generations of low-skilled workers and their families, and adopt a more patient approach to the transition to a humancapital strategy. But more generally, a coherent social agenda will depend on the integration of income redistribution and investment in human capital. The key challenge is one that is largely being ignored: to design a redistributive complement to a human-capital strategy, one that makes meaningful the promise of education as an instrument of economic security, and compensates for its significant limitations. 
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